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THE PERSONAL IN RELIGION 

One of the fundamental issues in religious thought may be formu- 
lated as follows: Are men saved by a person or by a principle? 
While the antithesis is not an exclusive one, yet it does express a real 
line of cleavage. Either view, of course, may be presented in extreme 
form. The conception that salvation is due to personal action may 
lead to the assertion of a hierarchy of demons who cause human ill, 
and to the elaboration of some mythological personal transaction by 
which release from the demons is obtained. Naturally such an 
extreme view leads to a reaction toward the conception of "salva- 
tion by character." On the other hand, the principles involved in 
salvation by character may be elaborated into maxims or laws of 
conduct which come in external fashion to men demanding mere 
formal obedience. A sterile legalism results, and men, in reaction 
from this, demand the touch of personal forces in religion. It is a 
question worth considering, whether the amazing success of some 
leaders of modern fads in religion is not largely due to the fact that 
by emphasizing the prominence of personal elements they have 
secured the attention of men who have felt the spiritual barrenness 
of a religion which exhausts itself in external precepts. 

Jesus presented to his disciples a religion of personal life, as opposed 
to the legalism of the Pharisees. But this personal life was not based 
upon arbitrary personal action. The incarnation meant that the 
most divine life is a life which recognizes and puts into action the 
highest conceivable principles, but which always gives to the life and 
not to the principles the primary place. Unsurpassed as Jesus is as 
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a teacher, it was not because of his teachings that his disciples called 
him divine. Their confession of his divinity was called forth by his 
overmastering personality. 

One of the defects of the method of critical scholarship is that the 
results of such scholarship are almost inevitably put in impersonal 
terms. The medical student analyzes a human being into anatomical 
parts and biological processes. The philosophical student dissipates 
a Plato or a Kant into logical captions with elaborate subdivisions. 
Exactly so the student of the Bible is constantly led to catalogue the 
contents of Scripture under some convenient theological notation. 
Perhaps the most serious defect of the proof-text method was its 
disregard for the personal element in the Bible. To range side by 
side disconnected texts, without a hint of the personal life which 
found expression in these texts, means to eliminate the chief thing 
which constitutes the vital inspiration of the Bible. A treatise deal- 
ing with the theology of the Old Testament or of the New Testament 
almost inevitably falls into an impersonal method of analysis. An 
exegesis which seeks merely the doctrinal content of a passage loses 
also the vital element of personal life which should be found in the 
passage. The first great heresy in Christian history is one which 
has never ceased to assert itself, namely, the doctrine that we are 
saved by the impersonal power of correct knowledge. Not that 
correct knowledge is to be neglected, but it is to be used as Jesus 
used it, as a means of discovering a richer, more spiritual personal life. 

It cannot be too often reiterated that any man's real message is 
the product of his life. The message with abiding power comes from 
the man whose life is full of personal energy. The message is, as it 
were, merely the overflow of personal life, and if it is studied apart 
from the life, it reveals only a fragment of that which might be 
obtained. To fail to make the written or spoken word the path to 
contact with the personal life of the one who utters or writes the 
word, is to fail utterly of the adequate interpretation. In short, the 
religious study of the Bible should be preeminently biographical. 
It should bring us into vital touch with the men who, in their supreme 
moments of religious experience, had heard the voice of God in their 
inmost, souls, and who. because they had heard that voice, could not 
keep silent in the world. It should bring to us more than mere 
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regulative principles for our life. It should bring the strength and 
inspiration which always come from the personal life of a masterful soul. 
Do we not too often, in our earnest efforts to make Christianity 
real, speak as if we could derive from the teachings of Jesus certain 
abstract principles which could be applied in a more or less impersonal 
way to the moral and spiritual problems of our time ? Every great 
reformation centers around some heroic person who has dared to act 
the convictions of his life. So today the regeneration of our civil 
and social life is proceeding from a few courageous men who have 
dared to be honest and straightforward in the presence of corrupting 
influences. If we are to make the Bible a potent force in this coming 
social regeneration, we shall most surely effect our aim, not by the 
academic process of discovering principles underlying the precepts 
of Jesus, but by discovering in those precepts, and in the principles 
underlying them, the utterance of that great personality who, because 
of the greatness of his personal life, is the Savior of mankind. We 
need, it is true, the educative influence of the principles of the gospel; 
but, more than this, we need the redemptive power of the great 
Person who made the gospel. 



THE PRIMARY QUESTION IN CHRISTIAN ETHICS 
Another application of the question, which has just been raised, 
as to the relative importance of personal and impersonal elements, 
may be seen if we come to consider the problems of Christian mo- 
rality. Are we, as Christians, to work in the world by principles, 
or by personal action? Whenever the word "ethics" is mentioned, 
one thinks immediately that some discussion of moral principles is 
to be undertaken. If we examine treatises on Christian ethics we 
find that, usually, primary attention is given to such questions as: 
What ought a Christian to do? What principles should be em- 
ployed by a Christian in determining ethical problems? 

Now, such an inquiry is, of course, indispensable to right Chris- 
tian action. But there is a previous question which we sometimes 
forget to ask. Supposing that I have discovered that a Christian 
ought to do such and such things, I have still to ask the question: 



